ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
oday's dynamic and competitive business environment necessitates the need for organisations to create and maintain customer loyalty. Researchers agree that customer loyalty is beneficial because businesses reduce marketing costs, profits increase, loyal customers engage in positive word-ofmouth behaviours, and loyal customers always try new products and make useful suggestions for service improvement (Wallace, Giese & Johson, 2004; Bushoff & Du Plessis, 2009) . Therefore, over the years, organisations have focused on achieving customer loyalty and on ascertaining the factors influencing customer loyalty (Han & Ryu, 2009 ). Literature has shown that satisfying customers positively influences customer trust (Lin & Wang, 2006) and customer loyalty (Hamadi, 2010) . According to Lee (2004) , customer trust is also crucial as it creates customer loyalty. Customer intimacy is also confirmed as an important factor influencing customer loyalty (Bugel, Verhoel & Buunk, 2011) . The loyalty of customers to the retailer also leads to intentions by customers to repurchase (Kang, Okamoto & Donovan, 2004) . This shows that it is the responsibility of mobile phone providers to implement service quality, customer satisfaction, trust and intimacy strategies in order to create and maintain customer loyalty.
It is the contention of this study that exploring the influence of mobile service quality on customer satisfaction, trust, intimacy, and loyalty will provide practical insights for telephone mobile operators on how to provide quality service and satisfy customers in order to gain customer trust and customer intimacy, which will ultimately lead to customer loyalty. Such insights are important because they help mobile telephone operators to be competitive. The main theoretical contribution of this research is to conceptualise and empirically demonstrate the linkages between service quality, satisfaction with the service, trust with the service provided, customer intimacy with the service, and customer loyalty.
LITERATURE REVIEW Service Quality
Providing a high level of service quality is critical in today's competitive business environment as it may be used as a differentiation variable, hence a source of competitive advantage (Boshoff & DuPlessis, 2009 ). Deng, Lu, Wei and Zhang (2010) describe service quality as the degree to which the service provider persistently and excellently provides the overall service. According to Sivados and Prewitt (2000) , service quality is the standard of service delivery. Lee (2010) regards service quality as a form of consumer attitude that is formed after comparing the expectations with the actual performance provided by the service provider. Wong and Sohal (2003) identified two categories of quality service -technical and functional. The technical quality of the service refers to what is done to provide the service whereas the functional quality relates to how the service is provided. In the context of mobile phones, the main indicators of service quality are those of navigation and visual designs, management and customer services, system reliability and ease of connection (Kuo, Wu and Deng, 2009 ). To examine the service quality of Korean mobile telecommunications, Kim, Park and Jeong (2004) used dimensions, such as reasonability of prices, quality of mobile devices, variety and design of device types, convenience, ease of subscribing, staff friendliness, and speed of complaint processing and ease of reporting complaints. The five dimensions; namely, assurance, empathy, reliability, responsiveness and tangibles, are considered to be crucial in evaluating service provision (Boshoff & Du Plessis, 2009 ).
Customer Satisfaction
Given the intense competitive business world and the increase in consumer awareness, customer satisfaction has become a crucial issue among scholars and practitioners. Therefore, in order to remain competitive and sustainable, marketers need to make sure that they satisfy their customers. It has been proven that customer satisfaction positively influences repurchase intention (Huddleston, Whipple, Mattick & Lee, 2009) , it is an important predictor of customer loyalty (Cheng, Chiu, Hu & Chang, 2011) , and it also positively impacts on customer trust (Dabholkar & Sheng, 2012) . Scholars such as Cheng et al. (2011) argue that satisfying a customer is even more important than profit-making. The authors reasoned that satisfying a customer precedes profit-making; hence, as long as customers are satisfied, the business will make a profit. Customer satisfaction has therefore become an important measure of the behaviour of consumers (Cheng et al., 2011 ) and a key indicator of business performance (Sandada 2013 ). Chang (2006) views customer satisfaction as a post consumption evaluation of a product or a service and defines it as the ability of an organisation to provide a service performance that exceeds the customer expectations. Deng, Lu, Wei and Zhang (2010) state that customer experiences cumulative satisfaction after having a good experience of using the product or service. The authors also group satisfaction into two types: 1) the transaction specific satisfaction and 2) the general satisfaction. While the former refers to satisfaction after a given service encounter, the latter describes the consumers' overall rating of the service or product based on previous experiences (Deng et al., 2010) . For Hwang and Zhao (2010), customer satisfaction occurs when there is confirmation and positive disconfirmation of customer expectations. It implies that customers are satisfied when their expectations are met and when their expectations are not met but they still feel good about the performance. Choi and Sheel's (2012) definition include the output and process aspects of customer satisfaction. The output definition views customer satisfaction as a cognitive or mental state in which consumers feel that they have been adequately or inadequately compensated. Regarding the process, customer satisfaction occurs when customer experience matches or exceeds the expectations. Therefore, consumer evaluation is crucial to customer satisfaction (Choi & Sheel, 2012) . In order to satisfy consumers, retailers need to understand the motivations for shopping because customers gain satisfaction from diverse shopping aspects (Huddleston et al., 2009 ). Some of the motivations for consumer shopping mentioned by Huddleston et al. (2009) are task-oriented while others are activity-oriented and they include shopping to divert from daily routine, to learn more about trends and new products, or to enjoyment bargaining. The definitions discussed above show that customer satisfaction is an outcome of an evaluation by customers on the service provided against their expectations.
Customer Trust
Customer trust is confidence that customers have in the reliability and competence of service providers (Boshoff & du Plessis, 2009 ). According to Chang (2012) , customer trust consists of affective and cognitive trust. In cognitive trust, consumers are confident that the service provider is competent and reliable in keeping promises, whereas in affective trust, consumers believe that while the service providers seek to maximise profits, they also have genuine concern for customer needs. Dabholkar and Sheng (2012) believe that customers trust service providers if they believe that the product or service provides benefits to them. Customer trust influences the development of consumer commitment to the service provider because of the positive experiences they had with the product or service (Olaru, Purchase & Peterson, 2008) . This indicates that retailers need to make sure that the service encounters satisfy customers in order to ensure commitment by consumers. Echoing the same sentiments, Boshoff and du Plessis (2009) assert that customer trust is a key component of relationship building. Customer trust involves taking a certain degree of risk as customers are vulnerable to the service providers (Hong & Cho, 2011) . Therefore to gain customer trust, the retailing industry should be reliable and competent in service provision.
Customer Intimacy
In the face of competitive market conditions, businesses need to deliver consumer value by having intimate relationships with customers in order to increase their loyalty (Li, 2009 ). Customer intimacy is the customers' emotional attachment that binds them to certain brands or service providers (Lee, Kyle & Scott, 2012) . The emotional and social ties are a result of consistent satisfying experiences of service provision (Lee & Shen, 2013) . According to Pontiskoski and Asakawa (2009), businesses using customer intimacy strategy are customer centric and their day-to-day operations are dictated by customer needs. Such organisations need to carefully study and understand the specific needs of customers so that they can tailor-make the products to customer specifications (Reimann, Schilke & Thomas, 2010). Liang, Li and Turban (2009) have observed that customer intimacy is summarised in 5 Cs -communication, caring, commitment, comfort, and conflict resolution. In the same vein, Li (2009) identified the two ways; namely, customisation and brand loyalty, that businesses may use to build customer intimacy. Customisation involves providing customised products and services, customised production delivery times and prices, and frequent one-on-one dialogue with customers. Brand loyalty stems from providing reliable brands to help reduce perceived customer risk and increase confidence in the brand (Li, 2009 ). For organisations to create and sustain customer intimacy, Beatty, Huselid and Schneier (2003) proposed conditions that include constantly finding and improving solutions to customer needs, satisfying and anticipating customer needs and employing employees who constantly seek customer intelligence and share information with co-workers.
Customer Loyalty
Due to intense competition in the market place, businesses have increased efforts to implement the customer retention strategy in order to maximise the lifetime value of customers (Boshoff & du Plessis, 2009 ). According to Deng, Lu, Wei, Zhang (2010), customer loyalty refers to commitment by customers to make consistent repeat purchases of a preferred brand or service in spite of situational and marketing efforts to influence switching behaviour. For Cheng et al. (2011) , customer satisfaction means creating and maintaining long-term relationships with customers. Hong and Cho (2011) assert that customer loyalty indicates the consumers' psychological attachment to the product as well as attitudinal advocacy toward the business. Through strengthened customer loyalty, businesses are able to retain customers and, consequently, profits increase (Lee, 2010) . This complies with a suggestion by Deng et al. (2010) who pointed out that customer loyalty is a predictor of long-term viability of the firm as loyal customers are not influenced by bad publicity and they provide free word-of-mouth advertising and referrals. Cheng et al. (2011) proposed that it is cost-effective to maintain existing customers than obtaining new ones. To this the authors proceeded to state that the cost of developing a new customer is between five and nine times the cost of maintaining existing customers. This demonstrates that retailers need to retain loyal customers because, through cost-effectiveness, there are high chances of survival and strong future growth. According to Boshoff and du Plessis (2009), the benefits of customer loyalty are that loyal customers are cheap to maintain, are price insensitive, spread free positive word-of-mouth, always provide suggestions, and always try new products.
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESIS
Drawing from the extant literature from services marketing, a conceptual model is developed in Figure 1 . The model consists of five constructs; that is, one predictor -mobile service provider's service quality, three mediators -customer's trust in the mobile phone, customer's satisfaction with mobile service and customer's intimacy with mobile service provider and an outcome variable -customer loyalty to mobile service. Conceivably, the mobile provider's service quality influences customer satisfaction and then customer satisfaction triggers both customer intimacy and customer trust and consequently customer satisfaction and customer intimacy influence customer loyalty to the mobile service. Detailed explanations of the associations between these constructs are provided in the hypotheses developed hereafter.
Figure 1: Conceptual Framework Service Quality and Customer Satisfaction
Three theories exist to explain the relationship between service quality and customer satisfaction: 1) customer satisfaction is a predictor of quality of service, 2) service quality is an antecedent of customer satisfaction, and 3) that the relationship is reciprocal (Deng et al., 2010) . However, several studies support the view that service quality is a predictor of customer satisfaction (Sivadas & (2002) found the four service quality dimensions that are predictors of customer satisfaction included understanding business needs, operating hours, fault reporting centre, and response times. Similarly, a study of retail banking in Bangladesh by Siddiqi (2011) reported that service quality attributes, such as reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy, and tangibility, all had a positive influence on customer satisfaction. In the telecommunications context, Kuo et al. (2009) also confirmed service quality as a predictor of customer satisfaction. Lee (2010) studied the factors that influence customer loyalty of Korea's mobile services sector and found also that service quality was a significant antecedent of customer satisfaction. Furthermore, an investigation of patients' satisfaction of medical centres in Taiwan by Hu, Chiu, Cheng and Hsieh (2010) revealed that the medical centre's service attributes -namely, service technology, product reliability and product customisation -had a positive influence on customer satisfaction because of fulfilment of patient expectations. The other authors who endorse the view that service quality is a predictor of customer satisfaction are Beerli, Martin and Quintana (2004) and Kim et al. (2004) . Based on these findings, the study therefore proposed that:
H1:
High levels of service quality provided by the mobile service provider positively influence customer's satisfaction. Literature shows bi-directional relationships between satisfaction and trust. The reason is that no general consensus among scholars exists as to which, between these variables, is a dependent and independent variable. For example, Lin and Wang (2006) and Chang (2012) propose that trust precedes satisfaction. What it means is customers trust the service providers probably based on their image rather than experience. This study argues that customers first deal with the business and evaluate it based on those experiences. If the experiences meet their expectations, then they become satisfied and will later on trust the business. Therefore, this study considers satisfaction as the predictor of trust. This argument was supported by Dabholkar and Sheng (2012) who tested the effect of satisfaction on trust with the context of online business transactions. The implication is that due to satisfying experiences with the business, customers begin to have trusting beliefs about the service provider (Dabholkar & Sheng, 2012) . The influence of customer satisfaction on customer trust has also been confirmed by a study by Ou and Sin (2003) who recommended that in order to strengthen customer trust of internet customers, eretailers need to first satisfy internet shoppers on privacy and security issues. This demonstrates the effect of satisfaction on trust. Similarly, Olaru et al. (2008) assert that the positive experiences that customers have lead to satisfaction and the satisfying experiences consequently result in customer trust. The assertion by Boshoff and du Plessis (2009) -that trust is crucial in relationships -means that customers need to have prior pleasing experiences leading to satisfaction and will eventually develop trust with the service provider. In light of this, the study postulated that:
H2:
Customers satisfaction with the quality of mobile service positively influences their trust in the mobile service provider.
Customer Satisfaction and Customer Intimacy
Customers who are satisfied by the service provision develop intimate relationships with service providers (Li, 2009 ). Lee et al. (2012) studied the effect of customer satisfaction on place attachment and found that satisfied customers develop emotional attachment to the service provider. Liang et al. (2009) argue that the customers who are satisfied due to constant communication and caring by the service provider lead to are motivated to commit themselves to long term close relationships with these service providers. The authors reasoned that once satisfied, customers begin to have confidence and perceive low risk as a result of such ties. This corroborates with Li (2009) who asserted that customer satisfaction leads to customer intimacy because they believe that their needs will continuously be satisfied. Based on the foregoing discussion, the study developed the following hypothesis:
H3:
Customers' satisfaction with mobile phone service positively influences customers' intimacy with the mobile phone service provider.
Customer Trust and Customer Loyalty
When customers trust the service provider, they are likely to be loyal toward the service provider (Deng et al. 2010 ). According to Hong and Cho (2011) , the trustworthiness of a business plays a critical role in creating and maintaining customer loyalty. The study of Bansal et al. (2004) showed that there is a significant positive relationship between customer trust and loyalty. The results are compatible with those of other studies by Yee (2004) and Lin and Wang (2006) . Avramakis (2011) studied the customer relationships in the Swiss Financial system and reported that customer trust positively predicts customer loyalty. This positive relationship was also substantiated by Sirdeshmurk, Sigh and Sabel (2012) who developed a framework of understanding customer trust and loyalty relationship in the airline and retailing industry. The results of the study indicate that trustworthy behaviour by consumers directly influences trust. The authors argued that when the service providers manage to build customer trust, customers do perceive low risk and will have more confidence in the service provider's reliability and integrity and as a result become loyal. Deng et al. (2010) argues that achieving a customer trust is the main contributor to customer loyalty. Therefore, this study proposes that:
H4.
Customers' trust in the mobile service provider positively influences their loyalty to the mobile service provider.
Customer Intimacy and Customer Loyalty
According to Bugel, Verhoef and Buunk (2010), customer intimacy contributes to customer loyalty because customers, especially in high involvement markets like automobiles, prefer to repurchase from the same dealers. The authors therefore recommend investment in intimate relationships. Customer intimacy organisations constantly learn from customers which leads to further customisation that results in customer loyalty (Beatty et al., 2003) . This is consistent with Bugel et al. (2011) who believe that a customer's intimacy with a service provider influences customer loyalty because of the trust and commitment to long-term relationships. A study by Lee et al. (2012) presented results showing that customer's bond with a service is a significant predictor of customer loyalty. Reimann et al. (2011) found that customer intimacy enables organisations to understand customer needs. This is a demonstration that when their needs are constantly met, customers become loyal. Liang et al. (2009) asserted that due to communication, caring, comfort, commitment, and conflict resolution, customers develop intimacy with service providers and ultimately become loyal. In the same line of thinking, Li (2009) argues that customer intimacy, through customisation and brand loyalty, enhances customer loyalty as customers have confidence in the service quality. Thus, the study argues that:
H5:
Customers' intimacy with the mobile phone service provider positively influences their loyalty to the mobile phone service provider.
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY Sample and Data Collection
The target population for the study was South African mobile service customers or clients in Gauteng who utilised the MTN, Vodacom, Cell C, and Telkom mobile service providers. Students from the Vaal University of Technology were recruited as research assistants to distribute and collect the questionnaires. Of the total of 170 questionnaires distributed, 151 were retrieved and useable for the final data analysis, representing a response rate of 89 percent. To eliminate differences in response patterns due to different reference points, all respondents were prompted to answer the questionnaire with reference to their mobile service provider. Respondents were then asked to indicate their mobile service provider and then complete the entire questionnaire, guided by the research assistants.
Measurement Instrument and Questionnaire Design
Research scales were operationalised on the basis of previous work. Proper modifications were made in order to fit the current research context and purpose. "Mobile service quality" measure used a four-item scale while "Customer satisfaction" used a five-item scale all adapted from Ayden & Ozer (2005) and Shemwell, Yavas & Bilgin (1998), respectively. "Customer trust" used a three-item scale measure and "Customer intimacy" was measured using a three-item scale, all adapted from Liua, Guo & Lee (2011). Finally, "Customer loyalty" was measured using a three-item scale adapted from Deng, Lu, Wei & Zhang (2010). All the measurement items were measured on a five-point Likert-type scale that was anchored by 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree to express the degree of agreement. Individual scale items are listed in the Appendix. Table 1 presents the description of the participants. The respondents were asked to report their demographic information, including gender, age, marital status and education. The respondents were predominantly females (57.6%); the median age group of the respondent was that of less than 30 years (54.3%); MTN and Vodacom mobile service occupy more than half of the respondents (62.3%), and 57% of the respondents were single. About 71% of the respondents had either high school (43.7%) or university level of education (27.2%), and the remainder had primary school (19.9) or postgraduate level of education (0.09%). 
Respondent Profile

DATA ANALYSIS
Structural Equation Modelling Approach
In order to statistically analyze the measurement and structural models, this study used Smart PLS software for the Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) technique (Ringle, Wende & Will 2005) . In SEM, the measurement model refers to the linkages between the latent variables and their manifest variables, and the structural model captures the hypothesized causal relationships among the research constructs (Chin & Newsted, 1999) . Unlike AMOS and LISREL, which are covariance-based approaches, Smart PLS is a regression-based technique that originates from path analysis. Smart PLS has emerged as a powerful approach to study causal models involving multiple constructs with multiple indicators (Chinomona & Surujal, 2012) . Smart PLS -a component-based method -has an ability to model latent constructs that are uncontaminated by measurement error under conditions of nonnormality. It has the ability to handle complex predictive models in small-to-medium sample sizes. Since the current study sample size is relatively small (150), Smart PLS was found more appropriate and befitting the purpose of the current study. In this respect, the Bootstrapping resampling method was used to test the statistical significance of the relationships. This procedure entailed generating 200 sub-samples of cases randomly selected, with replacement, from the original data. Table 2 presents evidence on the reliability and validity of the measurement model.
Measurement Model
To ensure convergent validity, the researcher checked if items loaded on their respective (a priori) constructs with loadings greater than 0.6. Furthermore, discriminant validity was checked by ensuring that there was no significant inter-research variables cross-loadings (Chin, 1998) . As can be seen in Table 2 , all items have loadings greater than 0.6 (i.e., ranging from 0.677 to 0.876), with no cross-loadings greater than 0.898, while tstatistics derived from bootstrapping (200 resamples) suggest all loadings are significant at pb0.001. As such, this confirms that all the measurement items converged well on their respective constructs and therefore are acceptable measures. According to Chin (1998) , research variables should have an average variance extracted (AVE) of more than 0.5 and a composite reliability of more than 0.7 (convergent validity), and inter-construct correlations should be less than the square-root of the AVE (discriminant validity). As can be seen in Table 2 , all constructs exceed these criteria with AVE and CR generally equal or greater than 0.5 and 0.8, respectively. Furthermore, as indicated in Table 3 , the square-root of the lowest AVE is 0.82 and is greater than the highest inter-construct correlation value (0.0.808). All in all, these results confirm the existence of discriminant validity of the measurement used in this study. 
Path Model
PLS also generates the path coefficients for the relationships modelled among the constructs. The significance of these coefficients was assessed using the bootstrap procedure (with 200 sub-samples) that provided the t-values for each path estimate. Figure 2 and Table 4 present the results of the PLS analysis on the structural model along with the path estimates and t-values. Support for the study hypotheses, which are labelled on their corresponding paths in Figure 2 , could be ascertained by examining the directionality (positive or negative) of the path coefficients and the significance of the t-values. The standardized path coefficients are expected to be at least 0.2 and preferably greater than 0.3 (Chin 1998 ). The results provide support for the proposed positive relationships between the five relationships (i.e., H1, H2, H3, H4 and H5). Figure 2 and Table 4 provide the path coefficients for H1, H2, H3, H4 and H5 (i.e., 0.808, 0.677, 0.599, 0.508 and 0.392, respectively). 
DISCUSSION OF RESULTS
The results in Table 4 and Figure 2 provide support for the five (5) hypotheses (H1, H2, H3, H4 and H5). Hypothesis 1 posited a positive relationship between service quality and customer satisfaction. Consistent with H1, the result in Table 4 and Figure 2 indicates that there is a significant (t = 19.700) positive (β = 0.808) relationship between service quality and customer satisfaction. Therefore, H1 is supported.
Hypothesis 2 posited a positive association between customer satisfaction and customer trust. Hypothesis 2, results indicated that customer satisfaction is positively associated with customer trust (β = 0.677) and the relationship is significant (t = 12.292). This is consistent with the prediction of H2 and is therefore supported. The standardized coefficient and significant levels of customer satisfaction (β = 0.599; t = 7.702) is positive and significant. This is consistent with the prediction of H3 and is supported. Thus, a higher level of customer satisfaction is associated with higher levels of customer intimacy. Furthermore, the results in Table 4 and Figure 2 , are in line with H4 and support the reasoning that the higher the level of customer trust, the higher the level of customer loyalty (β = 0.508; t = 7.011). Therefore, H4 is supported. Finally, the results depicted in Table 4 and Figure 2 are also consistent with H5 and support the proposition that the more customers are intimate with a brand, the more they are loyal to it (β = 0.232, t = 2.392).
CONCLUSION
The purpose of this study was to investigate the influence of service quality, customer satisfaction, customer trust, and customer intimacy on their loyalty. In particular, five hypotheses were postulated. To test the proposed hypotheses, data were collected from Gauteng Province in South Africa. The empirical result supported all the five posited research hypotheses in a significant way.
Important to note in the study findings is the fact that service quality and customer satisfaction have influence on customer loyalty through customer trust and customer intimacy. This implies that service quality and customer satisfaction have stronger influence on customer loyalty when they first trigger the customer's trust and intimacy.
IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY
While there is an increased recognition of customer loyalty as a critical aspect of today's competitive business environment, the extant literature is replete with empirical evidence suggesting that service quality, customer satisfaction, customer trust, and customer intimacy are related constructs of customer loyalty. However, the current study was set to depart from this long held conventional wisdom and attempts to investigate the causal relationships between these constructs in service provision in the mobile phone industry. In particular, a successful attempt was made in this study to service quality, customer satisfaction, customer trust, and customer intimacy as predictors of customer loyalty. In addition, the current study investigated this contentious issues in an often most neglected research context -the African setting. Therefore, the findings of this empirical study are expected to provide fruitful new insights and implications to both academicians and mobile phone practitioners across the globe.
On the academic side, this study makes a significant contribution to the customer service and retailing literature by exploring the impact of service quality, customer satisfaction, customer trust, and customer intimacy on customer loyalty in the African context. In particular, the current study findings provide tentative support to the proposition that service quality, customer satisfaction, customer trust, and customer intimacy should be recognized as antecedents and tools that precipitate customer loyalty in the mobile phone industry.
On the practitioners' side, important influential roles of service quality, customers' satisfaction and their trust and intimacy, and, consequently, their loyalty to mobile phone brands in an African context, are highlighted. Therefore, this study for instance submits that mobile phone operators seeking to find ways to attract and retain customers should begin to consider this behaviour not only as the interplay of service quality, customer satisfaction, customer trust, customer intimacy, and customer loyalty, but rather one that is precipitated by the quality of service provided, the extent to which customers are satisfied, and then develops to trust and intimacy before it manifests itself in the form of loyalty to the brand.
